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In the past, leadership scholars have tended to focus on leadership as a force for good and 
productivity (Ashworth, 1994; Higgs, 2009; Padilla, Hogan, & Kaiser 2007). However, 
recently attention has been given to the ‘dark side’ of leadership (see Higgs, 2009; Judge, 
Piccolo, & Kosalka, 2009). The aim of this paper is to explore dark leadership from the 
perspective of the narcissistic leader using a fictional character from a popular film. 
 
Methodology/approach 
Using the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, 4th edition, 1994 
(DSM-IV) (American Psychiatric Association, 2000) as an operational definition of 
narcissistic personality disorder we explore the psychology of the narcissistic leader 
through a fictional character study in a popular film.  
 
Findings 
We have created a psychological profile of a narcissistic leader which identifies specific 
behavioural characteristics within a toxic organisational culture. 
 
Social implications 
This study has implications for employees within any organizational culture. It is 




The use of actual living persons on which to base casestudy material in the study of dark 
leadership is problematic and constrained by ethical issues. However, the use of 
characters in fiction, such as contemporary film and drama, represents an excellent 
source of casestudy material. Given that little empirical works exists on narcissistic 
leaders and leadership, the paper adds originality and value to the field.   
Key words: narcissistic leadership, power, case study.  
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Profile of a narcissistic leader: Coffee’s for closers only 
In the vast leadership literature there has been a tendency for writers and researchers to 
provide a one-sided view of leadership; a view that has emphasized its light, positive and 
effective side (Ashworth, 1994; Higgs, 2009; Padilla, Hogan, & Kaiser, 2007) denying it 
has or can have a destructive or dark side.  Indeed some writers go as far as saying that 
leadership is a positive force for good and destructive leadership is an oxymoron (Howell 
& Avolio, in Padilla et al., 2007).  Our position is that leadership can be a force for good 
or bad; it can empower or it can disempower; and it can serve others or it can be self-
serving. Thus, we would argue that to view leadership in positive and humanistic terms 
only is to take a romantic and unrealistic stance of leadership (Schilling, 2009).  
It has been in more recent decades that attention has been given to the ‘dark side’ 
of leadership (see Higgs, 2009; Judge, Piccolo, & Kosalka, 2009; Kellerman, 2004, 2005; 
Khoo & Burch, 2008).  This attention may be due in part to recent abuses of authority in 
politics, business, and religion (Padilla et al., 2007) and the recognition that people 
continue to experience the impact of destructive hierarchical relationships (Schilling, 
2007). 
Examples of negative or bad forms of leadership that have been used in the 
literature include ‘leadership derailment’, ‘toxic leadership’, ‘evil leadership’ and 
‘abusive leadership’ (Higgs, 2009). Kellerman (2005) divides bad leadership into two 
main types – ‘ineffective’ and ‘unethical’. Ineffectual leaders are those who are 
incompetent and lack the strategies and abilities to affect the desired changes in their 
organizations. Unethical leaders are those who may or may not be effective in their 
organizations but lack morality, decency, and good conduct. Bad leadership usually 
consists of leaders who are both ineffectual and unethical (Kellerman, 2005). These 
examples of bad leadership practices often involve inflicting damage on others, abuse of 
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power, over-exercise of control to satisfy personal needs, and rule breaking for self-
serving purposes (Higgs, 2009).  Tyrannical leadership is another example of destructive 
leadership as tyrannical leaders are said to obtain results at the cost of followers since 
they “humiliate, belittle, and manipulate subordinates in order to the ‘get the job done’” 
(Einarsen, Aasland, & Skogstad, 2007, p.212). Similarly, there are ‘petty tyrants’; leaders 
who lord their power over others and engage in oppressive and vindictive behavior 
(Ashworth, 1994).  Boddy, Ladyshewsky and Galvin (2010) refer to ‘corporate 
psychopaths’, those individuals who tend to be found in senior management positions, 
who lie, cheat, are ruthless and act callously towards others. Subclinical psychopathy, 
along with narcissism and Machiavellianism are character traits collectively known as the 
‘Dark Triad’ of personality (cf., Paulhus & Williams, 2002). Therefore, it is likely that 
corporate psychopaths are also narcissistic leaders. Goldman (2009) refers to ‘destructive 
leaders’ and ‘dysfunctional organizations’ and examines ‘hubris and narcissism’ and the 
‘obsessive compulsive leader’ as examples of the behaviours of destructive leaders.   
Some writers have argued that particular types of individuals (e.g. narcissists and 
corporate psychopaths) who have a great desire for power and privilege, tend to be 
attracted to leadership positions in organizations where they can meet their self-serving 
needs (see Boddy et al., 2010; Kernberg, 1979 in Kets de Vries & Miller, 1985; Kets de 
Vries, 1993). Such individuals tend to be successful in procuring senior leadership 
positions because of their strong motivation and single-mindedness for power and 
prestige.  
The wider organizational culture or context is said to play an important role in 
regulating the type of leadership (ie. destructive or more humanistic) that is apparent in 
society (Boddy et al., 2010).  For example, an organizational climate that is characterized 
by pressures to compete, win, and make more profits, is likely to breed individualistic 
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behavior in leaders rather than power sharing and service to others. Over thirty years ago, 
Lasch (1979) argued this point when he said that large business corporations in the 
United States of America had become breeding grounds for managers who demonstrated 
competitive, individualistic and narcissistic qualities.  In such organizations, success is 
achieved through defeat of rivals, strong independence, self absorption and vanity.   
A similar argument is put forward by Boddy et al. (2010) who claim that societies such 
as the US not only promote but idealise individualism and a ‘me-first’ attitude that allows 
leaders to dominate others in the pursuit of greed and profit. Stout (2005 in Boddy et al., 
2010), a leading author on corporate psychopaths, argues that North American society 
allows and reinforces certain leadership behaviours such as impulsivity, irresponsibility 
and lack of remorse.  It is these values plus others such as self-confidence and single-
mindedness that allow destructive leaders to enter into business organizations, politics 
and government and the same values that can bring about their downfall.  
Padilla et al. (2007) argue that environmental factors are important to consider 
when understanding how particular types of destructive leadership can flourish. One of 
these factors is environmental instability rather than environmental stability. Here leaders 
can assert their power and domination because a volatile situation warrants it and there is 
faith in the strength of a leader who is believed to be able to restore the situation. 
Rosenthal and Pittinsky (2006) concur and maintain that narcissists tend to emerge and 
flourish in times of crisis that require leaders to make significant decisions that ‘call for a 
new order to be established’ (p. 625).  Another environmental factor that is conducive to 
destructive leadership is when people feel threatened and vulnerable due to difficult 
economic or social situations.  In such circumstances, they are likely to follow assertive 
and even domineering leaders.  Finally, an environmental factor that supports destructive 
leadership is the absence of checks and balances in organizations. In other words, when 
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leaders are free from institutional constraints, they can act with more discretion (and 
destructive leaders can abuse their power more easily).  In this scenario, a culture of 
dependency and vulnerability amongst followers can enable leaders to exercise a greater 
degree of domination and control (Padilla et al., 2010). 
Of interest to this paper is narcissistic leadership, a particular type of destructive 
leadership that began to receive attention in the literature over a decade ago (see Godkin 
& Allcorn, 2009; Humphries, Zhao, Ingram, Gladstone, & Basham, 2010; Judge, Piccolo, 
& Koslaka, 2009; Rosenthal & Pittinsky, 2006). Writers in the field focused on the 
relationship between narcissism and leadership where narcissism was described as a 
‘personality construct’ and ‘trait’ of leaders (Higgs, 2009).  In this paper, we draw upon 
the work of Rosenthal and Pittinsky (2006, p.629) who based their understandings of 
narcissistic leadership on narcissistic personality disorder from the American Psychiatric 
Association Manual (2000). Rosenthal and Pittinsky (2006) define narcissistic leaders as 
leaders who are ‘principally motivated by their egomaniacal needs and beliefs, 
superseding the needs and interests of constituents and institutions they lead’ (p.269). 
They have ‘grandiose belief systems and leadership styles and are generally motivated by 
their needs for power and admiration rather than empathetic concern’ (Rosenthal & 
Pittinsky, 2006, p. 616) for others. Moreover, narcissistic leaders can also be described as 
‘amoral’ since they use their power to dominate others through abuse or acts of violence 
and cruelty. There are many examples in history (e.g. Stalin, Hitler) of such leaders who 
aptly fit this description.   
Narcissism and narcissistic leadership 
In order to understand narcissistic leadership, it is essential to return to the Roman poet, 
Ovid (2000), and his narrative poem, “Metamorphoses” written in 8 AD since it is from 
the story of Narcissus that our understandings of narcissism come today. Narcissus was a 
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beautiful vain youth who was pursued by many. Echo, a nymph, was of his ardent 
devotees whom he cruelly ignored. The story goes that Narcissus was walking by the 
river and notices a beautiful youth looking at him. At first he does not realize it is a 
reflection of himself. He endeavours to talk with, make contact, and embrace the image 
but he is unable to. He becomes stricken with grief yet unable to move away from the 
pool of water where his beloved reflection resides. He later takes his own life.  It was 
Freud who drew upon Ovid’s story, and developed his theories on narcissism. He 
introduced the term, ‘normal narcissism’ to refer to the stage in childhood where young 
children saw themselves as the centre of the universe (Freud in Jorstad, 1995). Jorstad 
(1995) claims that one’s childhood experiences determine whether one endures any 
‘narcissistic injuries’ that may lead to pathological narcissism, although other 
experiences and environmental factors can impact also on a person’s behavior (Kets de 
Vries & Miller, 1985).  
According to a number of writers (Jorstad, 1995; Kets de Vries, 1994; Maccoby, 
2000) narcissism can be understood in terms of degree. For example, Jorstad refers to  
healthy narcissism, which is seen as necessary for self esteem and identity development, 
while pathological narcissism is more destructive and is said to include traits such as 
egocentricity, vulnerability, pronounced projective tendencies, lack of empathy, and 
fantasies of grandiosity.   
The terminology used by Kets de Vries (1994) for narcissism is ‘reactive’ and 
‘constructive’ narcissism where the former is akin to pathological narcissism, while the 
latter refers to more healthy versions of narcissism.  Kets de Vries and Miller (1985) 
describe reactive narcissistic leaders as showing traits such as self-grandiosement, 
preoccupation with fantasies, exhibitionism, indifference to others and lack of empathy, 
while constructive narcissists are described as ambitious, manipulative, very sensitive to 
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criticism, tend to get along with others and ‘stress real achievements’ (Kets de Vries & 
Miller, 1985, p. 595). Constructive narcissistic leaders are said to ‘radiate a sense of 
positive vitality’ (Kets de Vries 1994, p. 86) and ‘pose few organizational problems (Kets 
de Vries & Miller 1985, p. 599).  Maccoby (2000) concurs and claims that ‘productive 
narcissists’ or constructive narcissists are necessary in organizations for their risk-taking, 
creativity and strong visions.  
Yet is constructive narcissism an acceptable form of leadership?  Rosenthal and 
Pittinsky (2006) claim it is debatable whether ‘confidence, charisma and optimism’ three 
traits associated with productive and constructive narcissists, should be labelled 
‘narcissistic’ traits; such traits could also be construed as ‘positive leadership traits’. For 
this reason, Rosenthal and Pittinsky suggest that the lack of consensus in the literature 
regarding what constitutes narcissistic leadership has created some contradictory and 
competing claims about its definition. In this paper, we concur with Rosenthal and 
Pittinsky whose view of narcissism is one that is reactive or pathological rather than 
constructive or productive narcissism.  Thus, it is this conception of narcissistic 
leadership that is understood as self-serving and self-aggrandiosing.   
The narcissistic leader in film and television 
The narcissistic leader is well established in popular culture and fictional 
characters depicting narcissistic leaders are richly portrayed  in the film and television  
genres. In the 1980s the character of Gordon Gekko played by Michael Douglas in the 
film Wall Street (1987) was a seminal and somewhat prophetic example (e.g., the film 
seemed to predict the coming of the Global Financial Crisis (GFC) (see Visser, 2010). 
Gordon Gekko is the quintessential narcissist and his sense of entitlement, egomania and 
ruthlessness has become something of a film legend with his mantra of 'greed is good'. 
However, his excesses and criminal behaviour eventually prove his downfall and he is 
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imprisoned at the end of the film. Other more recent incarnations of Gecko-style 
characters can be found in the recent films about Wall Street -  Margin Call (2011) and  
The Wolf of Wall Street (2013). In Margin Call (2011) Jeremy Irons plays the character 
of John Tuld a CEO of a Wall Street investment bank. The story is set just before the 
markets plunge at the start of the GFC. Irons' elegant portrayal of Tuld,  a suave yet 
callous and narcissistic CEO resonates deeply in the mind, long after the film is over. His 
contemptuous attitude toward his employees  allows him to happily sacrifice them to 
save himself and his bank. Similar to the character of Tuld, but with more volatility is 
Leonardo DiCaprio's portrayal of real life trader Jordan Belfort in The Wolf of Wall Street 
(2013). Belfort uses his natural charisma, ruthlessness and narcissism to acquire great 
wealth and success through financial subterfuge. Eventually his excessive and lavish 
lifestyle prove his undoing and like Gordon Gekko he is eventually held accountable for 
his criminal behaviour and imprisoned. In many ways, Tuld and Belfort can be seen as 
extensions of the Gordon Gekko character in Wall Street (1987). All are united in their 
vanity, narcissism, egomania, sense of entitlement, ruthlessness, and general lack of 
empathy for others around them. These qualities are seen as desirable character attributes 
in the toxic corporate environments of high stakes trading and banking. 
 However, narcissistic leaders in film have not been limited to investment bankers 
and traders. For example, two very different types of films have given excellent 
portrayals of narcissistic leadership in recent years -  one a survival drama (The Grey, 
2011) the other a film about social media (The Social Network, 2013). In the Grey (2011) 
Liam Neeson plays the character of John Ottway, a depressed hunter who works with a 
group of roughneck oil drillers in Alaska. After a particularly horrific plane crash, 
Ottway and fellow survivors find themselves alone in the wilderness fending off a large 
pack of wolves. At this point two different leaders contest for control over the group. 
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John Ottway demonstrates democratic and transformational leadership and is supportive 
and encouraging. He acts with a sense of ethics and morality. By contrast, the character 
of Diaz as played by Frank Grillo, demonstrates dark and narcissistic leadership. Diaz is 
an ex-convict and he is abusive, violent and autocratic in his dealings with Ottway and 
the group. Eventually, Ottway’s transformational leadership style wins out after a long 
and bloody power struggle. 
In The Social Network (2010) Jesse Eisenberg plays real-life Facebook billionaire 
Mark Zuckerberg. This film brings the narcissistic leader into the age of social 
networking and mass media. The plot involves a nerdish (but arrogant and narcissistic) 
young  Harvard student (Zuckerberg) who originates social media (Facebook) with a 
group of friends. Even though Zuckerberg reaps enormous financial rewards he ends up 
becoming alienated and disconnected from his friends and colleagues because of his 
egomaniacal, callous, and narcissistic behaviour.  
Political leaders are well known for their narcissistic traits and Machiavellian 
behaviour, therefore it is not surprising that political films provide a natural genre for the 
portrayal of narcissistic leaders. Two recent and excellent examples are The Ides of 
March (2011) and Downfall (2004). In the film The Ides of March (2011), Ryan Gosling 
plays the role of Stephen Meyers, a junior campaigner for presidential candidate Mike 
Morris (played by George Clooney). Within the intrigues of the high stakes world of 
political wheeling and dealing Myers is somewhat of an innocent. As he learns the ropes 
from his narcissistic mentor Morris, Myers finds that honor and ethical behavior can be 
detrimental to one’s career. It is only when Meyers takes on the Machiavellian and 
narcissistic traits and behaviour of his mentor that he becomes a successful campaigner. 
The film is an interesting study in the dark side of mentoring and how toxic 
organizational cultures nurture narcissistic and unscrupulous behaviour.  
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In the historical film Downfall (2004) Bruno Ganz plays possibly the most notorious (and 
evil) narcissistic  leader in history – Adolph Hitler. The film is set at the end of the war 
just before the Red Army takes Berlin. Deep in his bunker Ganz’s Hitler is delusional 
and blinded by egomania and narcissism. His immense egomania and narcissism is so 
extreme that it prevents him from taking advice from others, which ultimately leads to his 
downfall.  
As with film, television has provided a rich medium for many  types of 
narcissistic leaders, ranging from egomaniacal and narcissistic doctors such as Dr 
Gregory House in House (2004 ) and Dr Perry Cox in Scrubs (2001) to vain and 
unpleasant monarchs like King Geoffry in Game of Thrones ( 2014 )  to ‘loveable’ 
gangsters such as Tony Soprano  in The Sopranos (1999 ) and Nucky Thompson in 
Broadwalk Empire (2010). Furthermore, reality TV shows such as Survivor (1997), Hells 
Kitchen (2008), and The Apprentice (2004 ) consistently depict the promotion of 
Machiavellianism and narcissism as desirable personality attributes which fast track 
success. Narcissistic personality disorder itself has even been the focus of a television 
documentary (e.g., Egomania (2007)). Overall, narcissistic leaders are commonly and 
richly portrayed in both popular film and television shows and as a result, have become 
part of our psyche. 
Glengarry Glen Ross 
In order to understand the psychology of a narcissistic leader we have chosen a 
character from the film Glengarry Glen Ross (1992) which was based on the play by 
David Mamet. While there is a rich variety of fictional characters portraying narcissistic 
leaders in film and television we chose Glengarry Glen Ross because of its realistic 
subject matter. In fact, the play was loosely based on Mamet’s experiences as a real 
estate salesman in the 1960s. The play won a Pulitzer Prize in 1984 and is considered an 
Profile of a narcissistic leader 
12 
 
important work of fiction. The film was also highly praised when it was released and 
several of the actors were nominated for awards such as Al Pacino (Academy Awards) 
and Jack Lemmon (Venice Film Festival). 
The film concerns four real-estate salesmen in Chicago who work within the 
highly competitive and cut throat world of corporate land sales. The salesmen are Ricky 
Roma (played by Al Pacino), the most successful sales rep of the group, George Aronow 
(played by Alan Arkin), Dave Moss (played by Ed Harris) and Shelly Levene (played by 
Jack Lemmon). Kevin Spacey plays the role of Williamson, the unsympathetic manager 
of the real estate office (see Table 1 for a summary of these characters). 
Table 1  The main players and their roles in the film Glengarry Glen Ross (1992). 
Characters  Actors  Roles  
Mitch and Murray - Name of the corporate real estate 
company which controls the small real 
estate office where the salesmen work. 
The Glengarry Leads - These are the names and contact details 
of potential buyers of real estate. These 
have been paid for by Mitch and Murray 
and are only to be given to the top 
performing salesmen in the office. They 
are kept in a locked safe in the office. 
Blake Alec Baldwin A top real estate salesman sent by Mitch 
and Murray to provide inspirational 
leadership and motivation to the small 
group of salesmen. He gives a shocking 
‘motivational’ speech which has 
devastating consequences for several of 
the salesmen.  
Williamson Kevin Spacey The unsympathetic and unlikeable 
manager of the real estate office. He feels 
no empathy or compassion for the 
salesmen in his office. 
Ricky Roma Al Pacino The most successful of the group of 
salesmen. His sales techniques involve 
the psychological manipulation of 
potential buyers where he plays on their 
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emotions and fears. He is not present for 
Blake’s speech.  
George Aronow Alan Arkin An unsuccessful salesmen. He is quiet 
and reserved. 
Shelly Levene  Jack Lemmon A once successful salesmen (aka Shelley 
the ‘Machine’ Levene) who has hit a sales 
slump in recent years. He has a sick 
daughter and is financially in a difficult 
situation. Fearing the loss of his job he 
breaks into the real estate office and 
steals the Glengarry leads. However, he 
is caught and fired. He is taken away by 
the police at the end of the film. 
Dave Moss Ed Harris An unsuccessful salesman. Unlike the 
other salesmen, Moss attempts to stand 
up for himself and challenge Blake’s 
attacks. Fearing for his job he convinces 
Shelley Levene to break into the real 
estate office and steal the Glengarry 
leads. His fate is uncertain at the end of 
the film but it is inferred he will go to jail 
with Levene for his part in the crime.   
 
The film begins with a ‘motivational’ speech by Alec Baldwin who plays the role 
of Blake, a highly successful real estate salesman. It should be noted that Mamet wrote 
Blake’s role specifically for the film after he had written the play. Blake has been sent by 
head office (Mitch and Murray) to provide some ‘leadership’ to the salesmen in order to 
boost their flagging sales figures. We interpret the character of Blake as a leader in the 
classic sense (see Zaleznik, 2000) in that he is considered inspirational and aspirational 
by his employers (Mitch and Murray) and has the specific role of affecting change within 
the organizational culture of the real estate office (i.e., improve flagging sales 
performance). In his speech, Blake verbally abuses the salesmen and tells them that they 
must compete for their jobs, and that, those with the lowest sales figures at the end of the 
month will be fired. Already demoralized, and in dire financial positions, the salesmen’s 
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desperation intensifies as the film progresses. Finally, in order to gain a competitive edge 
over the others, Shelley Levene, with the aid of fellow salesman Dave Moss, breaks into 
the office to steal information to give him an edge over his competitors (the coveted 
Glengarry sales leads). It is revealed that Levene has a seriously ill daughter and is acting 
in an altruistic, if not somewhat misguided, fashion. Levene is eventually caught and the 
film concludes with his being sacked by Williamson and having to face the police. 
The synopsis of the film demonstrates the overarching destructive consequences 
that a narcissistic leadership style can have on its employees. The idea of having 
employees compete against each other to retain their jobs is a ruthless and inhumane way 
to increase productivity. This constitutes the final breaking point for some of the 
salesmen. However, this is just one toxic episode within an organizational culture that is 
corrupt and unpleasant. Within this organizational culture, ethics, compassion and human 
decency are sadly lacking and the only thing that matters is making a sale any cost. 
In the film, it is clear that the salesmen have been immersed in this corrupt and toxic 
environment to the point where they consider dishonesty and unethical behaviour as 
normal. For them, it is part of their job and goes hand in hand with the day-to-day 
activity of selling real estate. For example, the boss played by Williamson is not adverse 
to giving the character of Levene an unfair advantage over the other salesmen, not 
through a sense of compassion for his unfortunate circumstances, but by allowing himself 
to bribed in cash and upfront. Furthermore, the sales ‘techniques’ of Ricky Roma, the 
most successful salesman of the group, largely consists of tricking decent and 
hardworking people into buying real estate they neither need nor can afford.  
The film interpretation of the character of Blake portrayed by Alec Baldwin is a 
quintessential narcissist in many regards. It is no coincidence that the character of Blake 
is not only a product of this ruthless and highly competitive world but someone who has 
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thrived and become highly successful within such circumstances. In a world where 
dishonesty, a lack of empathy, and unethical behavior are the norm, it makes sense that 
an amoral narcissist should be the spokesman and the one to deliver ‘leadership’ and 
‘motivation’ for those working within such a toxic organizational culture. 
Thus, Blake is a role model and a spokesman for a toxic organizational culture 
where his narcissistic traits appear to have facilitated his rise to the top, not inhibited his 
chances of success. This becomes clear as his monologue to the salesmen unfolds. The 
monologue that he delivers (see Appendix One for an online link to the full transcript) is 
extraordinary in its vitriolic intensity. Moreover, the destructive and demoralizing effects 
of Blake’s relentless verbal abuse can be observed onscreen through the salesmen’s 
increasing sense of worthlessness and failure. Their futility and sense of failure resonates 
in intensity and becomes more and more evident as Blake progresses through his 
monologue. While this fictitious depiction of a narcissistic leader within a toxic 
organizational culture is somewhat extreme, we believe it succinctly depicts the persona 
and psyche of an archetypical narcissist. 
We will now examine Blake’s behavior through his speech, demeanor and 
attitude to the salesmen as it relates to the nine narcissistic traits from the DSM-IV 
(1994). According to the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, 4th 
edition, 1994 (DSM-IV) (American Psychiatric Association, 2000), narcissism is a 
personality disorder. For a person to be diagnosed as having this disorder, they are 
required to demonstrate at least five of the nine behaviours that are said to constitute it. 
Notwithstanding the criticisms that have been levelled against the DSM series (see 
McCrae, Lockenhoff, & Costa, 2005), we argue that narcissistic leaders are people who 
demonstrate narcissistic personality traits (for a description of these narcissistic traits and 
an interpretative summary as manifest in Blake’s attitude and behaviour see Table 2). 
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The first trait is ‘an exaggerated sense of self-importance (e.g., exaggerates 
achievements and talents, expects to be recognized as superior without commensurate 
achievements)’. This is evident throughout Blake’s speech. Blake repeatedly boasts of his 
success through showing off his personal wealth and juxtaposing this wealth with the 
salesmen’s poverty. Through drawing attention to the salesmen’s lack of wealth, Blake 
highlights their lack of success as salesmen. For example, Blake mocks Dave Moss by 
stating “… you drove a Hyundai to get here tonight, I drove an eighty thousand dollar 
BMW”. He also flaunts his expensive watch in Moss’s face and states,  
 
you Moss. …You see this watch? You see this watch? … That watch cost more than 
your car. I made $970,000 last year. How much you make? You see, pal, that’s who 
I am. And you’re nothing. 
 
Here Blake is proclaiming his superiority over Moss. Blake is wealthy and successful and 
hence, he is a ‘somebody’. In stark contrast, Moss is unsuccessful and poor, an inferior 
being. In financial terms, Blake’s superiority is evident in his expensive watch, prestige 
car and even his clothes, he wears an immaculate tailored suit, whereas Moss’s wears a 
plain, drab, and seemingly inexpensive one. Blake also boasts that he could “… go out 
there tonight with the materials you got, make myself fifteen thousand dollars. Tonight. 
In two hours. Can you? Can you?”. This seems somewhat of an exaggeration, even when 
one considers Blake’s prior success as a salesman. If four salesmen have been working 
continuously to no avail with these leads it seems unlikely that someone, even an 
accomplished salesman like Blake, would be able to make such a large profit in so short a 
space of time. Here, Blake is no doubt exaggerating his abilities as a salesman, though it 
is quite possible that he himself believes this to be true. This certainly falls under trait 
number two from the DSM-IV (1994) – ‘Preoccupation with fantasies of unlimited 
success, power, brilliance, beauty, or ideal love’. Blake believes that he can do easily 
Profile of a narcissistic leader 
17 
 
what four others have failed to do, that is, turn their leads into cash sales. Blake not only 
believes he can succeed where the other salesmen have failed but can do so in just two 
hours. This is clearly a fantasy of unlimited success. To Blake, as a superior being, he 
can succeed easily where inferior beings fail. 
Blake believes himself to be ‘special’ and unlike the other salesmen. This 
‘specialness’, as described as trait three from the DSM-IV, manifests not only through 
Blake’s  overt proclamations of his superiority as a generator of wealth and successful 
salesman but is also apparent through his reluctance to want to be there with the group of 
underperforming salesmen. That is, he believes that he should only associate with other 
special people like himself. The idea of spending time with inferior beings is something 
quite distasteful for him. He makes it clear a number of times in his monologue that he is 
wasting his time with them and does not want to be there. First, he starts his speech 
before all four salesmen have even arrived and states to Williamson “Are they all here? 
… Well, I’m going anyway”. Next, Blake reiterates that he is there speaking to the 
salesmen only under sufferance (as a favour requested by head office). 
why am I here? I came here because Mitch and Murray asked me to, they asked me 
for a favor. I said, the real favor, follow my advice and fire your f***ing ass because 
a loser is a loser.1 
 
Blake believes he is too important to be associating with such a group of underachievers 
and that they are not worth his time. His advice to head office was to simply fire all of 
them as they are ‘losers’.  
Traits four and five from the DSM-IV are ‘Requires excessive admiration’ and ‘has a 
sense of entitlement’, respectively. In his monologue, Blake consistently draws attention 
to his personal wealth through references to his high salary, his expensive watch, his 
                                                            
1 Profane words and expressions have been censored from quotations so as not to offend readers. 
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expensive prestige car. This is meant to do more than just emphasize the salesmen’s lack 
of success through drawing attention to their lack of wealth and valuables, but also to 
invoke awe and to impress the salesmen. These references are attempts by Blake to 
engender feelings of envy and admiration. Even though it is apparent that the salesmen 
despise Blake for his abusive manner, they cannot help but look impressed when he 
flaunts his wealth before them. This feeds Blake’s sense of self-worth and fulfillment. 
This is, in a sense, an affirmation of his self-belief, and a justification of his narcissism 
and arrogant demeanor. It affirms his superiority in the company of lesser individuals. 
This belief that others are envious of your success is the eighth trait in the DSM-IV 
(1994). Blake has this trait in abundance and his continual references to his wealth and 
success are strategies to evoke envy and affirm his status as ‘superior being’ over the 
‘inferiors.’ 
In terms of ‘sense of entitlement’, Blake believes himself (and others like him) to 
be entitled to other people’s money through making sales, and hence getting commission 
to add to his personal wealth. Blake states, 
You got the prospects comin’ in; you think they came in to get out of the rain? Guy 
doesn’t walk on the lot unless he wants to buy. Sitting out there waiting to give you 
their money! Are you gonna take it? Are you man enough to take it? 
 
Blake sees the buyers of the real estate he sells with contempt. To him, they are stupid 
individuals with money who can be fleeced through cunning and clever sales techniques. 
Blake believes the money he makes from such sales are owed to him, because he has 
what it takes to procure it, he states - The money’s out there, you pick it up, it’s yours. He 
sees the selling of real estate and all it entails as ‘a man’s game’ of which he is a player 
while the other salesmen are not. Hence, he is worthy of taking his clients money and 
making sales. He is entitled to their money because he has the skills and qualities to play 
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the game. At one point in the monologue, Blake states “You know what it takes to sell 
real estate? It takes brass balls to sell real estate” whereby he then pulls out a prop – two 
brass balls on a string and obscenely holds them against his trousers. In his mind, Blake 
has ‘brass balls’, he has what it takes to be a successful salesman and is hence entitled to 
take his client’s money.  
Traits five and six – ‘Selfishly takes advantage of others to achieve his own ends’ 
and ‘lacks empathy’, respectively, are related and Blake expresses these qualities most 
consistently through his monologue. Blake has no scruples or ethics when it comes to 
procuring a sale. Indeed, he could not have thrived within such a corrupt and cut-throat 
corporate culture if he had a sense of ethics and morality. As he states, “Because only one 
thing counts in this life. Get them to sign on the line which is dotted.” The priority here is 
making the sale, regardless of what it entails. 
Furthermore, Blake has no empathy for the struggling salesmen. He even states 
that it if were his decision, he would fire all the salesman who had been underperforming. 
At one point, he makes his position very clear to Moss – “Nice guy? I don’t give a shit. 
Good father? F*** you, go home and play with your kids. You wanna work here? 
Close.” Blake has no interest in the salesmen in terms of who they are as people or their 
life circumstances. To him, all that is important is that they ‘close’ or sell real estate. 
Blake completely dehumanizes the salesmen in his speech. He fails to consider even the 
possibility that there may be other factors which have hindered the salesmen’s success. 
When Levene points out to Blake that the leads were weak Blake retorts – “F***ing 
leads are weak? You’re weak.” Blake relates the salesmen’s failure to their personal 
inadequacy. He not only lacks empathy but also has intense contempt for the salesmen. 
Finally, the last trait in the DSM-IV (1994) is ‘Shows arrogant, haughty, patronizing, or 
contemptuous behaviors or attitudes’. Perhaps this trait is most eloquently given life in 
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Blake’s monologue. He treats the salesmen with contempt, disdain, and verbally abuses 
them throughout his speech. He refers to them with insults and profanity using terms 
such as ‘c***suckers’ ‘f***ing f***ots’ ‘losers’ ‘son of a bitch’. Throughout the 
monologue, Blake carries himself in a haughty and arrogant way. He moves round the 
room in a cocky and swaggering fashion, as though he were a drill sergeant during an 
army inspection. He targets Levene who is pouring himself a cup of coffee -  “Put that 
coffee down. Coffee’s for closers only. Do you think I’m f***ing with you? I am not 
f***ing with you.” Blake has such contempt and disrespect for these men that he believes 
they are even unworthy of drinking the company coffee. To him they are ineffectual in 
their jobs and hence have no place in his world. They are unworthy to be in his presence 
and do not deserve even to have a cup of coffee. 
 
Table 2 The traits of Narcissistic Personality Disorder (DSM IV, American Psychiatric Association, 
2000) as a manifestation of Blake’s attitudes and behaviour. 
 Narcissistic Personality Disorder as described in the 
DSM-IV  
Blake’s attitudes and 
behaviour 
1 has a grandiose sense of self-importance (e.g., 
exaggerates achievements and talents, expects to be 
recognized as superior without commensurate 
achievements)  
He makes repeated references 
to his personal wealth, sales 
success, and sales ability. 
Refers to himself as a 
‘somebody’ and the salesmen 
(Dave Moss) as a ‘nobody’. 
2 is preoccupied with fantasies of unlimited success, power, 
brilliance, beauty, or ideal love  
 
He believes he can accomplish 
in two hours what the salesmen 
have been trying to do over 
several months. 
3 believes that he or she is "special" and unique and can 
only be understood by, or should associate with, other 
special or high-status people (or institutions)  
 
He sees the other salesmen as 
losers who are beneath him and 
that he is wasting his time in 
their presence. 
4 requires excessive admiration  
 
He repeatedly tries to impress 
and inspire awe through pointing 
out his expensive possessions 
and large salary. 
5 has a sense of entitlement, i.e., unreasonable 
expectations of especially favorable treatment or 
automatic compliance with his or her expectations  
He believes he is entitled to 
other people’s money through 
making sales regardless of any 
personal hardships caused by 
his high pressure selling. 
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6 is interpersonally exploitative, i.e., takes advantage of 
others to achieve his or her own ends  
He believes in making the sale 
regardless of what it takes.  
7 lacks empathy: is unwilling to recognize or identify with the 
feelings and needs of others  
 
He would like to fire the 
salesmen and does not care 
about their personal 
circumstances. He constantly 
abuses, humiliates and bullies 
them. 
8 is often envious of others or believes that others are 
envious of him or her  
 
He believes the other salesmen 
want to be like him (a top 
salesmen) but lack the talent 
and skills to achieve it. 
9 shows arrogant, haughty behaviors or attitudes 
 
He swaggers around the room 
proclaiming his superior sales 
ability while simultaneously 
assaulting the salesmen with 





As shown in the above example of Blake, narcissistic leaders are self-serving and 
self-absorbed.  They are driven by a need to serve only their own needs.  ‘Narcissists live 
under the illusion that they are entitled to be served, that their own wishes take 
precedence over those of others’ (Kets de Vries & Miller, 1985, p. 588).  Narcissists lack 
any sense of empathy, meaning the ability to understand another person’s perspective or 
needs (DSM-IV, 1994) because they are guided by their own ‘idiosyncratic self centred 
view of the world’ (Rosenthal & Pittinsky, 2006, p.621).  
Rosenthal and Pittinsky (2006) note, ‘amorality’ is a component of a narcissist’s 
behaviour (p.621).  Here they refer to narcissistic leaders who may not hesitate to behave 
in cruel or violent ways.  Citing Glad (2002, p.1-2), Rosenthal and Pittinsky state,  
as the leader moves toward absolute power, he [sic] is also apt to cross moral and 
geographical boundaries in ways that place him in a vulnerable position.  Thus he 
may engage in cruelties that serve no political purpose, challenge the 
conventional morality in ways that undermine his base.... (p. 621). 
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Power is a key component of leadership and ‘leadership is the exercise of power’ (Kets 
de Vries, 1993, p. 22).  Narcissistic leaders’ priority is the preservation of their own 
power base and ego (Kets de Vries, 1993). They use their legitimate position of power to 
further their personal agendas and exercise control over others. Blake exercises his power 
over the struggling salesmen by making them suffer and verbally insulting them. 
Powerless, and an inability to adequately defend themselves (all were in fear of losing 
their jobs), the salesmen had no option but to endure the abuse. This context of fear, 
threat and instability is one that enables destructive leadership to flourish (Padillo et al., 
2007).  
According to Kets de Vries and Miller (1985), narcissists expect others including 
their followers to see them as exceptionally important people and to hold them in high 
esteem. Moreover, for narcissists, followers are both dependent and exploited 
(Humphries et al., 2010).  Kets de Vries (1993) claims that narcissistic leaders tend to 
ignore their followers’ needs and take advantage of their loyalty.  Power is misused and 
abused and ethical and moral standards are neglected.  Followers in turn are unlikely to 
remain unaware of their manipulation.  A likely response of followers is to ‘play politics 
to survive’ (Kets de Vries & Miller, 1985, p. 596) and to remain compliant and obedient 
sycophants. In such cases, loyalty is an unlikely commodity whilst cynicism and lack of 
commitment may increase with time. This situation is precisely how the synopsis of 
Glengarry Glen Ross plays out. Fearful of challenging the abusive Blake and his 
unethical behavior, the salesmen accept his speech and ‘leadership’, yet they are cynical 
and resentful of the company they work for. This is the same company that gives Blake 
free reign to exploit and humiliate the workers since there are no ethical ‘checks and 
balances’ (Padillo et al., 2007) within the company’s ethos or practices.  Eventually, one 
of the salesmen, Shelley Levene, betrays the company by breaking into the real estate 
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office to steal information for his own personal benefit. Even Williamson, the manager, 
has no real commitment to the company and is happy to sell valuable information (in the 
form of leads) to any who will give him cash. The toxic culture of the organization shows 
itself to be a powerful force in enabling the abuse and corruption that take places.  
The implications of narcissistic leadership on organisations and workers 
 The implications of having a narcissistic personality such as Blake leading an 
organisation are somewhat complex and largely depend on one's place within the 
organisational hierarchy, one's sense of ethics, and one's corporate  allegiance. In terms 
of co-workers on a hierarchical position lower than Blake, such as Levene, Aronow, and 
Moss, Blake's leadership is disastrous. Blake treats them with disrespect, verbal abuse 
and contempt. He devalues them as workers and reduces them to an almost sub-human 
status, to the point that they are not even worthy of drinking the company's coffee. This is 
all predicated on their poor sales statistics. Moreover, a narcissistic leader like Blake not 
only undermines their ability and self-confidence, but also threatens their livelihoods and 
job security. Blake's idea of firing the salesmen and getting them to compete for their 
jobs forces the salesmen into a desperate situation with highly destructive consequences.  
 In a general sense, the implications for those unfortunate enough to work under a 
narcissistic leader like Blake have inevitable consequences for employees. One 
consequence is to leave the company and to seek work elsewhere (either voluntarily or 
involuntarily, i.e., by being fired). Overall, very few strategies can be used to defend 
oneself against a narcissistic superior at work (cf., Samier & Atkins, 2010) and when 
confronted by bad leadership from a boss the usual response from workers is to put their 
heads in the sand (Kellerman, 2005). The other alternative of course is to assimilate into 
the toxic organisational culture and adopt the modus operandi of a Blake and his ilk. In 
such a situation, bad leadership becomes something of a ‘social disease’ with followers 
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participating in the unethical code of conduct (Kellerman, 2005, p. 41). However, as 
Blake says in his monologue the salesmen may not be able to emulate his sales tactics 
and ruthlessness when securing deals. So this choice may be an unrealistic option for 
some of them, while for others, such as up and coming salesmen Ricky Roma, this seems 
a foregone conclusion. However, overall, for disempowered workers and the general rank 
and file, the consequences of narcissistic leadership are devastating. 
 By contrast, for those in the organisation who are in more powerful positions, the 
impact of a Blake in their ranks is less unpleasant and, in some contexts, highly desirable. 
Regardless of how poorly Blake treats subordinates he treats equals, and those perceived 
of having power within the organisation, with respect. Consider how Blake interacts with 
Williamson the office manager. He is courteous and polite. Furthermore, to the 
powerbrokers at Mitch and Murray he is even willing to do them 'favours' even though he 
does not agree with what they want him to do. Importantly however, Blake is a highly 
effective salesman and makes a lot of money for himself and the company. On a purely 
financial level he is the ideal employee because he sells a lot of real estate. The bottom 
line for Blake and companies like Mitch and Murray is making money. Here, ethics, 
compassion and fairness are immaterial and redundant. Within such a corporate and 
psychopathic organisation, a narcissistic leader like Blake is a role model. Under Blake's 
stewardship those who become like him will succeed and prosper. However, those who 
fail to follow his lead will be fired from the company. In this way, the company will 
perpetuate itself with workers, and ultimately leaders, whom are narcissistic and 
unethical resulting in a vicious circle which rewards toxic behaviour.  
 Perhaps the most significant implication of a leader like Blake in an organisation 
is the reinforcement of the notion that success outweighs accountability or effectiveness 
outweighs ethics. The idea of a narcissistic leader whose unethical and abusive behaviour 
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are tolerated because of his/her superior abilities is a common theme in popular culture, 
one only has to turn on the television for many examples.  Consider the television series 
'House’. The protagonist of the series (Dr House) is a narcissistic leader of a team of 
diagnostic physicians. He consistently abuses co-workers and is frequently caught 
engaging in dangerous and illegal activity. However, all is overlooked by the hospital 
power brokers because of House's uncanny success at diagnosing complex medical 
disorders. Dr House's narcissism and criminality are immaterial, only his medical success 
is important, hence all is forgiven. In a similar fashion, Blake's unpleasant and 
narcissistic disposition is not an issue for Mitch and Murray because he is a successful 
salesman. So long as one is successful one need not be accountable. 
 In summary, the implications on workers and organisations of having a 
narcissistic leader like Blake depend on who you are and how important you are to the 
organisation as a whole. For the rank and file, narcissistic leadership is a force of great 
devastation, resulting in ruined careers, wrecked livelihoods and the devaluing of 
workers as human beings. However, for those in positions of power narcissistic leaders 
who are successful are considered desirable employees and even role models. Finally, the 
take home message is that success outweighs accountability. Extreme narcissism and 
unethical behaviour is acceptable so long as one is successful. 
Conclusion 
In this paper we explored narcissistic leadership because we believe that in order 
to understand leadership more fully, it is necessary to consider its dysfunctional side. 
While we acknowledged that there are different types of narcissistic behaviour (i.e. 
reactive and constructive), we concentrated on reactive or pathological narcissism 
because of the confusion that exists between constructive narcissistic traits and more 
positive leadership traits (Rosenthal & Pittinsky, 2006). Using a larger than life character 
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from a film we explored the psychology of the narcissistic leader within a toxic 
organizational culture, and the destructive consequences of such dark leadership style on 
employees. As Samier and Atkins (2010) point out, ‘the damage can be extensive, 
affecting interpersonal relations by creating a toxic culture or debilitating micropolitics 
… disrupting careers and the overall welfare of the educational unit, particularly if the 
narcissist is in an authority position to wield approval power’ (p.591). As was described 
in the case study, the damage caused by the narcissistic leader was debilitating for the 
workers concerned. 
As we indicated earlier in the paper, the current competitive and individualistic 
context in which leaders are now working is predisposing leaders towards self-serving 
and self-promoting performance. We would also argue that it is predisposing them to 
demonstrate narcissistic traits.  The character of Blake in Glengarry Glen Ross may be 
fictionalized but considering current trends in organizations, leaders with such 
narcissistic dispositions may become more prevalent. Given that there is a dearth of 
empirical studies in the area of narcissistic leadership, we believe that further research 
that explores the psychology and behaviour of narcissistic leaders is required and would 
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Appendix One  
Online link to Blake’s monologue -  
http://yu.ac.kr/~bwlee/esc/baldwin.htm 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
